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THE RAMONES 


Tue RAMONES BREAKING up? It’s too sad to 
contemplate. “We’re not breaking up,” cor- 
rects Johnny Ramone. “We're just retiring.” 
With this small distinction, the Ramones’ 
guitarist sounds the death knell for one of 
the most influential acts in rock and roll—the 
first, the archetypal and, for many, the purest 
of all punk bands. 

It’s been over 20 years 
now since the awesome 
foursome from Forest 
Hills, Queens, first 
donned their motorcycle 
jackets and kicked the 
life back into rock and 
roll, which by the mid- 
Seventies had gone all 
flabby and sluggish. The 
Ramones took their 
sound to England in 
1976 and inspired the 
Sex Pistols, the Clash, 
the Damned, the Buzz- 
cocks and others. Col- 
lectively, these groups 
changed rock forever, 
although it’s taken some 
18 years for that change 
to reach the mainstream. 
And now these punk 
originators are ready 
to...okay, Johnny, have it 
your way...retire? 

“Breaking up sounds 
like you had an argu- 
ment and you’re gonna 
stop,” the Ramones’ 
guitarist elaborates. 
“We're not doing that. 
We plan to retire. We’ve 
been doing what we do 
for 21 years now. I just 
want to get out before I 
become not good any- 
more. I don’t want to be lingering on, like the 
Rolling Stones.” 

Ironically, the Ramones’ sad announce- 
ment coincides with the release of their 
strongest album in a long time, Adios Ami- 
gos, akiller stack of tunes. Dee Dee Ramone, 
the band’s original bassist, contributed half- 
a-dozen standout songs. Current Ramones 
bassman CJ comes to the fore as a vocalist 
on several tracks, intensifying the hardcore 
edge he has brought to the Ramones “clas- 
sic punk” sound ever since he joined the band 
in ’87. The Ramones tradition of picking 
savvy covers continues with raucously 
inspired versions of Tom Waits’ “I Don’t 
Want To Grow Up” and Johnny Thunders’ “I 
Love You.” The rhythms are punchy and 
urgent, while Johnny’s guitar attack has lost 
none of its razor-sharp edge. And Joey’s elo- 
quent singing continues to find fresh emo- 
tional nuances within the finite boundaries of 
three chords and a backbeat. 


Joey (foreground) 
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Yet, this record’s packaging has “farewell 
album” written all over it—from the kiss-off 
title to the cover cartoon of sombrero-topped 
dinosaurs. “Dinosaurs” is what the original 
punk audience called stodgy, old-fart stadi- 
um acts who'd overstayed their welcome at 
rock’s endless party—the kind who were 


and Johnny Ramone 


abruptly shown the door by young snot-noses 
like the Ramones back in 1976. Now the 
Ramones seem to feel they’re on the verge of 
extinction—although the present-day Green 
Day/Offspring-led punk resurgence and the 
glorious clangor of the newest Ramones 
record would tend to argue otherwise. 

“We want to go out in a blaze of glory,” 


Joey Ramone shrugs. “You want to go out at 
your best. Not as a has-been. You want to go 
out the way Hendrix-went out, except you 
don’t want to die. You want to go out in your 
glory. Now everyone is saying, “This is a 
great Ramones album; we love this album.’ 
So on the one hand, maybe that can be a 
launching pad for a 
great career ahead. 
Everyone likes the 
album? Great. But 
when it comes time to 
put up or shut up, 
usually they ain’t 
putting up.” 

So maybe the 
Ramones won’t call it 
quits after all? 
Although he’s a tad 
slippery on this point, 
Joey seems to be say- 
ing that if Adios Ami- 
gos were to sell in 
Green Day num- 
bers—say three or 
four million copies— 
then maybe the 
Ramones would 
reconsider their deci- 
sion to pack it in. As 
a pioneer who has 
spent his entire career 
languishing in cult- 
band Siberia, the 
Ramones’ lead singer 
seems a little miffed 
by today’s highly 
commercial punk 
rock revival. He prob- 
ably feels a lot like 
Willie Dixon, Muddy 
Waters and Howlin’ 
Wolf felt around 
1964, watching the 
Rolling Stones 
become millionaires 
playing pale versions 
of Chicago blues for 
white teenagers. 

“The Ramones just 
never got any jus- 
tice,’ Joey contends. 
“We put out albums 
and they don’t get 
played on the radio or 
MTV. We don’t get 
asked to be on the 
Lollapalooza tour. 
The high profile stuff is always somehow 
just out of reach. I remember back around 
”76, we'd go to radio stations and they’d say, 
‘Well, if only you guys sounded a little more 
like the Doobie Brothers, we could play you.’ 
Now everybody sounds like the Ramones, 
which I find very ironic. And maybe if we got 
as much airplay as Offspring or Green Day, 
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You'd certainly have to go a very long way 
to mect two more different people. Where 
Johnny speaks and moves with the taciturn 
assurance of the kid at school who could 
beat up guys twice his size, Joey has the 
awkwardly fragile air of a rare crustacean 
who suddenly finds himself out of his shell 
and squirming in the blistering sunlight. The 
singer’s towering height makes him seem 
gangly. Although he’s put on some weight in 
recent years, his preternaturally thin ankles 
and calves still look almost incapable of sup- 
porting the rest of his body. When Joey sits 
on a sofa, his knees come up level with his 
shoulders. Joey, who perpetually seems like 
he’s trying to draw up inside himself and 
disappear, projects an air of vulnerability 
that has always contrasted with the 
Ramones’ tough-guy image. It’s also 
inspired the undying adoration of countless 
little leather-jacketed “Ramonas” the world 
over. His eyes are veiled behind dark blue 
shades. Joey is reputedly in poor heath, but 
he assures me he’s really okay, especially 
since he gave up drinking and drugs in 1990. 

“Quitting came to me the hard way,” he 
says. “I had a very severe accident. I was fuck- 
ing immobilized. | fell off a stage. Tripped. I 
was pretty fucked up. But it really made me 
see the light. "Cause it was so great being 
sober when I was healing. | just feel I’m in the 
most intensely creative state I’ve ever been in 


my life since I stopped drinking.” 

Joey’s two songwriting contributions to 
Adios Amigos certainly suggest that he’s at 
his peak. “She Talks To Rainbows” is one of 
the best ballads the band has ever done. But 
the real gem is “Life’s A Gas,” a glorious 
union of punk power and the kind of Phil 
Spectoresque teen-drama majesty that the 
Ramones had aced from Day One. A major 
scale bassline descends joyously beneath a 
mighty cascade of loud guitar crunch as Joey 
delivers one of his Zen-simple lyrics—15 
words or less on the eternal grooviness of it 
all. As always with the Ramones, the music 
says the rest. 

“That song seems simple, but it’s very 
deep,” Joey explains. “I guess I wrote it in a 
burst of euphoria. But the song really deals 
with the younger generation today. To me, 
life’s great and life’s about obstacles. You get 
over the obstacles and it makes you stronger. 
It enhances and enlightens you for the con- 
tinuation of life’s task, you know? But with 
the death of Kurt Cobain, all these young 
kids feel, ‘Who do we have to look up to any- 
more?’ Everyone was starting to blow their 
brains out. And I just thought that was pret- 
ty pathetic. Pretty sad. I mean, | thought Kurt 
was great, too. He was real. But he bailed out. 
He couldn’t handle it anymore. Everyone’s 
got their demons, you know. Believe me, you 
wouldn’t want my problems. I ride the roller 


coaster all the time, but I’m not one to bail. 
I’m an optimist. So maybe that song will 
inspire someone else who’s feeling down. | 
know that whenever | was depressed I used 
to put on Lou Reed’s Berlin. And that really 
picked me up. It’s a real lift.” 

GUITAR WORLD: When you're really 
depressed, sometimes really depressing 
music can be therapeutic. 

JOEY RAMONE: Yeah, Neil Young is great 
for that. I used to put on one of those Crazy 
Horse albums all the time. Music saves, you 
know? Music is salvation. Definitely. When 
I’m excited I’ll put on the Stooges or the Who 
or Slade or T-Rex and it’s definitely uplifting. 
Gw: Do you write your songs on guitar? 
JOEY: Well, I write all different ways. A lot 
of times I'll just write them in my head and 
work them out on guitar later. And some- 
times I write them right on the guitar. I think 
the day I wrote “Life’s A Gas,” I was sitting 
with the guitar and it just came. It’s rare when 
you get that flood—that mental enema. But 
it’s great when it comes that way. 

Gw: How would you rate yourself as a gui- 
tarist? 

JOEY: [Holds his forefinger an inch away 
JSrom his thumb] Vd say I’m a little lower than 
Hendrix and a little above Page. 

Gw: The band’s choice of covers for Adios 
Amigos is brilliant, as always. 

JOEY: Yeah. The Johnny Thunders song [ “I 
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Love You’) is a remix from a tribute album 
we had done. [Thunders, guitarist/vocalist 
for the New York Dolls and Heartbreakers, 
later a solo artist, died in 1991.] The record 
is out in England and Japan. But there aren’t 
that many people who've heard it here. So we 
reused it. And “I Don’t Want to Grow Up” 
was just tailor-made for the Ramones. It’s a 
brilliant song. The words are pure genius. 
And Tom Waits [the songs co-author, with 
Kathleen Brennan] is like the ultimate 
punk—the ultimate individual. That song 
will be the first single from the album.” 


AT THIS POINT, inter-Ramone trouble rears its 
ugly head. “I just don’t hear it as a single,” says 
Johnny of “I Don’t Want To Grow Up.” His 
own choice is “The Crusher,’ a more hard- 
core-inflected number penned by Dee Dee 
and sung with belligerent panache by CJ. “But 
then the band has never gone with a song that 
I thought should be the single yet,’ Johnny 
grouses. “So what's the point in starting now?” 

If Joey is the soul of the Ramones, Johnny 
is the band’s relentless heartbeat. Drummers 
and bassists have come and gone, but Johnny’s 
clockwork-tight, downstroked rhythm guitar 
style has set the Ramones’ brisk pace for the 
last 21 years. He is to the Ramones what Char- 
lie Watts is to the Stones: the rhythmic ful- 
crum, the gravitational center that makes it all 
hang together. And his devotion to guitar min- 
imalism is as rock solid as his time. 

“The speed thing has become very, very 
important for us,” explains the Ramones’ co- 
founder. “When we're rehearsing a song, we 
really pay a lot of attention to tempo. Is it the 
right speed? We'll measure it with a 
[metronome] to get the right speed. We’ll try 
it a couple of clicks faster and a couple of 
clicks slower. We’ll tape them all and listen 
back. I think I was happy with the speed of 
everything on [Adios Amigos]. In the past, 
there would be songs like “I Believe in Mir- 
acles,” which just doesn’t sound right to me. 
It sounds kind of slow. When we were record- 
ing it, it sounded slow to me, but everyone 
else said, ‘No, no, it’s at the right speed.’ But 
we never measured or rehearsed it at that 
speed. I knew it was dragging when we did 
it and it still sounds that way to me. 

Gw: When did you actually start using a 
metronome? 

JOHNNY RAMONE: Probably on Acid 
Eaters [the previous Ramones album, a col- 
lection of late-Sixties psychedelic covers]. 
Tempo is very important when you’re doing 
other people’s songs. Do we want to do it the 
same speed as the original, or take it up a 
notch or two? Do we want to take a slow 
song and make it fast, like we did on “My 
Back Pages” and “Have You Ever Seen the 
Rain”? We were very conscious of tempo at 
that point. Trying to pick covers is becoming 
a little more scientific for us. Although you 
can never get them all right. On Acid Eaters, 


there were maybe three | wasn’t happy with. 
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GW: What did you have in mind for your gui- 
tar sound on Adios Amigos? 

JOHNNY: Of course you want to get the 
sound that’s coming out of the amp onto the 
record as much as you can. | don’t want to 
have too many tracks of guitar—too many 
layers. Just two tracks and as little overdub- 
bing as possible. When you get too many lay- 
ers of guitars—which is what happened on 
the album [Brain Drain] we did with [pro- 
ducer] Bill Laswell—you start losing defin- 
ition. All the early albums had just one track 
of guitar. There’s not even an overdub on the 
first three or four records. | like it sparse and 
spontaneous. 

Gw: Are you still using Marshalls and the 
Mosrite Ventures II guitars? 

JOHNNY: I’ve been using the same guitar for 
the Ramones’ whole career. I’ve probably 
played over 1,900 shows with it. 

Gw: Any particular model of Marshall? 
JOHNNY: Uh, | just use a regular standard 
Marshall. I didn’t know there were different 
ones. There are different ones, huh? It’s just 
the same stack I’ve been using. I never look 
at it. The crew comes in, they set it up. I’ve 
never even put a string on a guitar in 17 or 
18 years. It’s all done for me. 

GW: Could the Ramones have come out of 
anyplace in the world besides New York? 
JOHNNY: Probably not. Our initial stuff was 
just completely New York. We always looked 
on outside things as sort of country bumpkin 


type things. 

Two years before us, you had the New York 
Dolls, and up in Boston you had Aerosmith; 
you can see the difference right there. Lyri- 
cally, the Dolls were a much cooler band, and 
Aerosmith tried to copy them. A similar thing 
happened two years later with the Ramones 
and the bands outside of New York. 

At one point, rock and roll was cool. Right 
now, I don’t know. It doesn’t seem that way. 
But rock and roll was cool at one time. Image 
was everything. We were completely image 
conscious in the Ramones—to be a great rock 
and roll band, you had to have the image. You 
had to walk out on stage right. You had to do 
everything right. You didn’t want to lose your 
charisma before you even started playing. 
Gw: Sure, rock and roll was a larger-than-life 
thing. 

JOHNNY: Right. And I’ve always looked at 
it that way. I tell CJ, “Don’t let the audience 
see you before the show.” He always wants 
to go out there and mingle with the crowd. I 
tell him, “Just sit in the dressing room. They 
can’t see you now. When you walk out on that 
stage, that’s when they gotta be seeing you.” 
That's just how I grew up. You saw Led Zep- 
pelin up on the stage and you went...wow! 
You'd imagine all the great times they were 
having and you'd say, “I wish I could be 
doing that.” You don’t want to blow that for 
the kids. You don’t want to ruin their excite- 
ment. You want them to think you’re having 


a great time, even if you're not. The great 
time is playing the show. That’s the highlight 
of each day. After that, you’re just gonna go 
have breakfast at Bob Evans. 

Gw: Is New York still essential to the 
lifestyles of the Ramones? 

JOHNNY: No. At this point, it doesn’t mat- 
ter where we live—we could fuckin’ live in 
Alaska. And I’m not going to stay in New 
York when I’m done doing this. | think I 
could have a better lifestyle somewhere else. 
Gw: Any plans where you might be going? 
JOHNNY: I’m not really sure. Probably the 
West Coast first and then Florida later on. 
Wherever I can live best and not see all the 
bums and stuff that goes with New York. 
I’m used to it; I’ve lived here all my life. 
But at this point I just wanna relax. 

GW: Will you stay involved in music? 
JOHNNY: No. Not me. I don’t know about 
the other guys. But, musically, I could never 
do anything as good as the Ramones. 
Nobody else in the band can either. The 
Ramones were definitely the high point in 
my life. Why go on, when you're only gonna 
be compared to the Ramones? 

GW: Are you going to be able to keep your 
hands off that guitar? 

JOHNNY: Oh yeah. I haven’t had a guitar in 
the house for years. The only time I touch a 
guitar is on stage or in rehearsal. I love per- 
forming. If 1 could get on stage and do it as 
a singer instead of a guitar player, I'd be just 
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as happy. For me, guitar is just a tool you go 
to work with. 

GW: So you don’t have that “take it to bed 
with you” thing. 

JOHNNY: No. | don’t know how you could 
live with someone like that. People must go 
nuts. When I get home, it’s probably healthi- 
er to have other interests in life—and to know 
that there is a life besides being in a rock and 
roll band and getting all that attention. There 
are a lot of musicians who have nothing else 
to do with their lives, so they just continue 
playing. If you made all the musicians over 40 
retire today, you'd probably have a bunch of 
suicides over the next year or two. I don’t want 
to be like that. I’ve been very lucky—I’ve been 
able to do this for 21 years. Everywhere I go, 
everyone’s nice to me. | never thought I’d be 
playing on 18 albums or making all the mon- 
ey I’ve made and meeting all the nice people 
I’ve met. But | don’t want to become bad. I 
don’t ever want people to say, “Oh, the 
Ramones used to be good.” 

Gw: Looking back, do you see where your 
guitar style has changed or evolved? 
JOHNNY: [with horror] Has it? 

GW: Mmmm....yeah. 

JOHNNY: It’s evolved? 

GW: Well, not too much. 

JOHNNY: Not too much, good. That comes 
from not rehearsing. I’m trying not to evolve 
too much. With all my favorite bands, I’ve 


always noticed that once they evolved they 
weren’t as good anymore. | was a big fan of 
the first two Led Zeppelin albums. Then all 
of a sudden, they started playing different. 
Eric Clapton really started playing different 
later on—unrecognizable. I saw the Stones on 
their last tour and Keith Richards can’t even 
play the same breaks he used to. He can’t play 
the Chuck Berry stuff. He can’t play “Oh Car- 
ol.” I don’t know what happens to these peo- 
ple. But I don’t want it to happen to me. 


AS USUAL, Joey has a different point of view. 
While he’s slightly less than ga-ga over the 
current music biz, he has no intention of jack- 
ing in his musical career should the Ramones 
really come to an end. He says he’s got halfa 
solo album already written and has recently 
turned his hand to cyber rock journalism, 
writing for the first rock and roll magazine on 
the Internet, Addicted To Noise 
(HTTP://WWW. ADDICT. COM/ATN./]. 
He’s also actively planning to buy a theater 
somewhere in Manhattan and turn it into a 
sort of multimedia cultural/entertainment 
venue which would combine live music, 
films, lectures, crafts booths, rock music and 
video archives...a stationary Lollapalooza. 
“It would be an enlightening kind of 
experience for people,” Joey enthuses. “It 
wouldn’t be, ‘Let’s go break each other’s 
heads in the mosh pit.’ It would fuckin’ be 


a stimulating thing. The Fifties and Sixties 
may be gone, but for some people the 
romance isn’t dead.” 

GW: So even if the Ramones were to end, you 
wouldn’t quit music? 

JOEY: Quit music? Me? No! Never! Nah. 
There’s a lot of things I haven’t done that I still 
wanna do. But the Ramones take up all my 
time. I don’t have time to have a life—or even 
asocial life. But I’ve done a lot of living in this 
band. I fuckin’ joined the band in my early 
twenties and now I’m in my early forties. It’s 
been a real growth thing. I did a lot of Icarn- 
ing. I had a lot of fun. I met a lot of nice girls. 
Gw: Talking to Johnny, I get the impression 
he thinks rock is dead. 

JOEY: | hate to say it, but I think Johnny’s 
dead. That’s what I mean about us being such 
different people. Rock and roll is my lifeblood. 
Staying inspired and creative is what keeps 
me going. I’m always doing all kinds of things 
apart from the Ramones. The Ramones are 
still my priority, but there are other things | still 
wanna do. And I’m going to. 

GW: Have you ever felt confined by the 
Ramones’ persona? 

JOEY: To some degree. It is limited, but I try 
branching out with the songs I write. I like to 
evolve. | hate standing still. But when I play 
with the band, everything else disappears. 
Because there’s nothing like the Ramones. The 
Ramones are like therapy. Primal therapy. @ 
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